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DIFFERING STUDENT VIEWS OF ONLINE LEARNING MODES ACROSS TWO 
PROGRAMS IN AN AUSTRALIAN UNIVERSITY 
 
Abstract 
The sample for this study comprised 108 students who were enrolled in both undergraduate 
and postgraduate programs in a Western Australian university. The focus areas for 
investigation included reactions to online delivery, student perceptions of the rates and depth 
of participation and levels of engagement with the learning process. The results indicated that 
while the students were technically competent overall, issues associated with equity and 
access varied between the groups and also between students enrolled in the same units. The 
sample had also re-conceptualised the notion of ‘personal’ which moved beyond simple 
physical proximity to enable the students to create their own community of learners. 
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Background 
The university which is the focus of this research delivers a range of programs which include 
online and flexible approaches to teaching and learning. The sample for this research 
comprised 108 students who were enrolled in both undergraduate and postgraduate programs 
in a Department of Education in a Western Australian university. The student sample 
represented a diverse group as it consisted of young people who were engaged in pre-service 
teacher training as well as adult learners in the field of training and development. Both 
internal (face-to-face learners) and external students were part of the sample. As students are 
the core business of the Department of Education, this research chose to investigate student 
reaction to and reflections upon these various modes of delivery. 
 
The Training and Development Program has been offered to students completely online since 
1995. The program was designed to complement Brennan’s (2000) concept of utilising 
computers as tools to support the teaching and learning process. The initial decision to 
implement an online approach was influenced firstly, by the financial implications of 
continuing to offer face-to face teaching. Secondly, the online refinement and development of 
both programs adheres to what Craig (2002); Goddard (1996), and Ruberg, Taylor and Moore 
(1996) suggest should influence teaching and learning online which includes the need to cater 
for students who actively avoid face-to-face communication and use online options to a 
greater extent. The majority of students prefer the current method of delivery, as they are 
largely adult learners who are engaged in full-time employment and the online nature of the 
program allows many of them to work at their own pace in between further ongoing 
commitments. 
 
The students in the sample who were involved in the pre-service teacher training program 
were enrolled in the Bachelor of Education degree in the Department of Education. This is a 
four-year degree program which has largely followed a traditional model of delivery and has 
therefore typically included lectures, tutorials and workshops. Although one of the strategic 
goals of the university is to increase the engagement with online teaching and learning, the 
program maintains an ad hoc approach to online delivery which relies ultimately upon the 
skill level and interest of individual lecturers within the department.   
 
Literature Review 
Government policies, changes in the post compulsory education sector and the availability of 
technologies are influencing the provision of education and training in Australia. Global and 
local trends are changing the nature of work and with that, the needs for education and 
training in the twenty first century. It appears that we may be moving towards an ‘information 
economy’ in which new knowledge-based industries will emerge. The ‘knowledge worker’ 
will be required to develop new skills and evolve these skills within a constantly changing 
work environment (Harper et al, 2000).  According to Warner, Christie and Choy (1998), the 
term ‘online’ can be defined as the use of cyber systems such as the intranet and internet for 
the purpose of communicating and teaching and learning. Salmon (2000) sees the term as 
covering a range of technologies such as informatics, computer-assisted instruction and 
computer-mediated conferencing. Brennan (2000) defines it as requiring situations where 
computers support teaching and learning, there is a mixture of computer support and online 
delivery or computer technology alone delivers education and training.  
 
 
Rapid advancements in current technology have meant that flexible delivery has advanced 
equally rapidly, offering students wide choices in learning methods. According to Choy, 
McNickle and Clayton (2002) the growth of online technologies has resulted in the 
development of online social networks and the ability to communicate with others on a regular 
basis. Students are able to overcome feelings of isolation and disengagement with the learning 
experience as they create their own communities both within the confines of the online 
material and beyond. Harper et al. (2000) see online technologies as attracting teachers and 
trainers to the delivery option because of the ‘anytime’, ‘anywhere’ philosophy that underpins 
much of this approach to learning. They warn however, that teachers working in this 
environment must be aware of the changing nature of student literacy with regard to online 
competency as this is seen to impact upon successful engagement with the learning materials 
and process.  
 
Graham and Scarborough (1999) maintain that online learning environments have provided 
important contact between students and teachers and have therefore helped to overcome 
feelings of isolation previously characteristic of traditional distance education and training 
which consisted of primarily printed text resources and communication via post. Much of the 
literature supports the notion that students who tend to avoid communication with fellow 
students and teachers in face-to-face contexts tend to contribute much more in online learning 
situations (Bellman, Tindimubona & Arias Jr. 1993; Goddard 1996; Harasim 1993; Ruberg, 
Taylor & Moore 1996). Teachers at all levels need to remember however, that teaching has 
value only if it promotes student learning. This learning needs to include conceptual growth, 
working collaboratively and communicating. The main focus of teaching and learning 
according to Craig (2001) must shift from content presentation to a combined, dynamic focus 
of how students approach learning, multiple styles of delivery and ongoing inquiry. Goodwin 
(1993) found that learners in higher education settings perceived the Internet as an appropriate 
delivery medium but warned that frustration with technical aspects could lower student 
satisfaction and ultimate achievement of learning outcomes. Online learning challenges 
learners to develop new skills and re-conceptualise learner requirements. According to Cornell 
and Martin (1997) challenges for facilitating online learning include the maintenance of 
learner motivation, the degree of acceptance by student and teacher, the prior knowledge of 
each participant, the students’ attitudes towards technology, the level of content and the 
degree of interactivity. Cornell and Martin (1997) also included aspects such as ease or 
difficulty in using the system and basic communication skills as having an impact on the 
successful implementation of online learning. Similar issues were raised by Corrent-
Agostinho and Hedberg (1998) in their implementation of online learning in a post-graduate 
educational technology course. Their research found that students involved in the program 
believed that the major problems to be overcome included lack of motivation to participate, 
procedural confusion and technical difficulties. Many universities have implemented 
education via computer-mediated communication (Goodwin, 1993; Jiang, 1998; Nnazor, 
1998). Students perceived that they had attained comparable academic achievement via online 
course delivery and believed that teachers who were involved in flexible delivery of materials 
were more inclined to encourage student participation and teacher-student, student-student 
interaction than those teaching in more traditional modes. Educational approaches which are 
based on constructivist principles and findings from cognitive psychology have introduced 
new conceptualisations of learning and instruction (Brooks and Brooks, 1993; Marshall, 1996). 
The importance of learner-directed environments is growing and computer technologies are 
given attention as tools for enabling the objectives of constructivist principles. Constructivism 
demands that the individual learner is active in the process of constructing knowledge (Dewey, 
1916; Piaget, 1952). Importance is assigned to the way learners make sense of what they are 
learning in the social context (Salamon & Perkins, 1998; Vygotsky, 1978). Participants bring 
their own experiences and interpretations to the community and as a result, the community is 
enriched with a number of perspectives to review in relation to their own. Participants engage 
in processes of negotiation, augmentation and case building to resolve differences and these 
processes are crucial to individual development (Brown et al., 1992).  
 
Oliver and Omari (1999) found that students believed the online environment required them to 
invest greater amounts of time in preparation for class activities and as such, added to their 
workload. Despite this however, the students reported a positive response to the new learning 
environment. Alexander and McKenzie (1998) in their report on the evaluation and 
implementation of technology-based learning systems in higher education claimed that while 
there were many successful online teaching implementations, careful project selection, re-
training for teaching in this mode and support for learners using this mode were critical to 
achieve effective outcomes for online technologies. There is evidence in the literature to 
suggest that online learning is growing rapidly (Goodyear, Salmon, Spector, Steeples & 
Tickner, 2001) and according to Leonard and Guha (2001) online learning offers students and 
institutions great flexibility. As a result, online courses are increasing in number and scope. 
However, it remains to be seen whether this is translating into improved learning. Ongoing 
evidence from the literature suggests that the maturation of online delivery will be realised 
once innovators begin to develop realistic strategic, pedagogical and commercial models as 
we move further into the twenty first century. 
 
Research Method 
Patton (1990) and Denzin & Lincoln (1994) noted that within the interpretive approach there 
are many methods - however they all share the same philosophical assumption, which is that 
reality is constructed by individuals interacting with their social worlds (Merriam, 1998).  In 
the present study an interpretative method was adopted using a case study approach, with 
groups of internal and external students within one Education Department as the case.  This 
method of describing and revealing what happens in the dynamic social environment of a 
student group appeared more appropriate, rather than a more quantitative approach. The 
assumption is made that the findings of this study are not only pertinent to these student 
groups but also to other students studying in an online environment. 
 
The Instrument 
The survey instrument utilised in this study was originally designed to identify the needs of 
the online learners in two very distinct groups of students. Those students participating in the 
Bachelor of Education course who were classified as internal students and those enrolled in 
the Training and Development program classified as external students. The survey titled 
Meeting Individual Online Learning Needs aimed to investigate the students’ reactions to 
online delivery, their rates and depths of participation in this environment, and ultimately their 
levels of engagement with the learning process. The researchers were particularly interested to 
investigate the online experiences of these two cohorts and whether there were similar 
concerns and issues that were specific to online learning.  The format consisted of checklists, 
multiple choice responses, several likert-type scales and open-ended questions. The survey 
was administered at the end of Semester One, 2003. 
 
Results 
The results indicated that while the students involved in the pre-service Bachelor of Education 
program had no option other than to study particular units in mixed mode, the Training and 
Development students were largely attracted to the program because of the fact that all units 
are offered online and in distance mode. These students (32%) indicated that their physical 
distance from the university had firstly influenced their decision to enrol in the course 
followed closely by the influence of increasingly busy work schedules upon their ability to 
study on campus. When asked about issues concerned with flexibility and access students 
(43%) noted that the mode of delivery enabled them to access materials after hours and at 
their convenience. Eighteen percent of the sample indicated that the fluid time frame for their 
engagement with the unit attracted them to this mode of delivery. 
 
It is clear that the majority of both the Bachelor of Education and the Training and 
Development students were highly competent in utilising the many technical aspects of online 
delivery. These included using the WebCT environment, sending an email, posting messages 
on discussion boards, involving themselves in synchronous and asynchronous discussion, 
downloading files from WebCT and searching the internet. This is interesting given the fact 
that the average age of the students enrolled in the Bachelor of Education is currently 18 – 25 
years of age, while the Training and Development students on average fall between 35 – 45 
years of age. This apparent technical skill level on the part of the Training and Development 
students could be due to a number of factors. Firstly, as these students are all involved in full-
time employment in the Training and Development field (some in management positions) they 
are involved in regular and ongoing professional development in not only technical skills but a 
wide range of associated professional areas. Secondly, these students have had exposure to 
step by step instructions regarding online access and this information is sent to them prior to 
the beginning of each semester in hardcopy. 
 
One of the items in the questionnaire required the students to indicate the level of their 
average weekly access of their online learning environment associated with the unit. 
Interestingly, the students who were enrolled in the Bachelor of Education program and who 
therefore enjoyed the additional face-to-face components of the program were more likely to 
access this environment. It may be that students working in face to face mode are more 
frequently encouraged by both their lecturers involved and their peers to regularly engage in 
the online process. Table 1 identifies the average weekly online access by students. 
 
 Bachelor of Education (n=74) Training & Development (n=34) 
Never 0% 0% 
Once 10.8% 24.5% 
Twice 24.3% 29.4% 
3 – 5 44.6% 29.4% 
More than 6 20.3% 14.7% 
 
Table 1: The Average Weekly Online Access by Students. 
 
It may be that students working in face to face mode are more frequently encouraged by both 
their lecturers involved and their peers to regularly engage in the online process. The Bachelor 
of Education students commented that having access to regularly updated information 
regarding the structure, content and assessment protocols for the unit influenced their high 
level of use. The level of access on a weekly basis of the Training and Development of 
students while not as high is understandable given that they are all engaged in full-time 
employment and study part-time. 
 
When the sample was asked to comment upon the online environment features and resources 
that they used on a regular basis the majority of the Bachelor of Education students (74%) and 
the Training and Development students (88%) indicated that they preferred to participate in 
the online discussion element within each unit. The Training and Development students were 
required to engage in the online discussion in a very structured manner due to the assessment 
components of the unit. In order to complete the unit successfully these students were asked to 
post their critical analyses of three distinct readings. It became clear in the early stages of the 
semester that once these students had overcome their reticence in responding publicly they 
were more inclined to utilise the online discussion component in order to interact in other less 
structured and more supportive ways. This resulted in the creation of sub-sets of students who 
were interested in developing ongoing communication and support networks.  
 
Even though the majority of Bachelor of Education students clearly used face-to-face 
communication processes it is interesting to note that 82% of the sample also used the email 
facility to communicate with the unit lecturer. It appears that these students were seeking 
additional feedback and direction in weekly tutorials. It may be that regardless of the issue at 
hand the students expected a fairly immediate response to any enquiry and this reflects 
changing trends in the workplace in general. The Training and Development students may 
have begun to perceive the lecturer as part of their own cohort as this would explain the high 
percentage (97%) of preference for the use of the discussion board to communicate with the 
lecturer.  
 
The Bachelor of Education students were asked to comment on changes they would like to 
make to the WebCT environment. Overwhelmingly the sample (41%) indicated they preferred 
to maintain the current level of delivery. In addition, 18% of the students believed that other 
units in the program should adopt the WebCT environment. The positive responses seemed to 
suggest that students believed that this approach aided communication, allowed them ready 
access to relevant course details and updated course information. This group also 
acknowledged that the WebCT environment was easy to use and a perceived bonus was that 
the online resource was able to be accessed from home.  Training and Development students 
were asked to comment on components of the unit which were useful. Responses indicated 
that these students had found the direct link between online delivery and assessment to be 
beneficial. They also felt that the unit content and method of delivery encouraged deeper 
thinking and increased personal reflection of the new learning. When asked what they would 
like to change about the unit the majority (53%) of the Training and Development students 




The results of the study reflect Harper’s et al., (2000) view that moving to an online mode 
requires a reconceptualisation of teaching and learning. The students involved in a mixture of 
face-to-face and online learning had high expectations of continual and ongoing 
communication with and feedback from their lecturer. In this way academics embarking on a 
mixed mode approach need be aware that this increased interaction can extend the working 
day. The philosophy of “user pays” has become embedded in the university culture and the 
technology within the structure of various units has facilitated this.   
 
The sample believed that the current approach to WebCT in the University assisted 
communication and allowed them ease of access to constantly changing course details and 
updated information. Over time students studying totally in an online mode were more likely 
to develop their own social networks. This enhanced their learning opportunities as these 
students were inclined to mentor each other with regard to assessment and general progress 
through the unit content. The findings of this study reflect those of Graham and Scarborough 
(1999) in that the online learning environments provided in both the Bachelor of Education 
and Training and Development programs seem to have provided additional opportunities for 
student interaction and as such reduce the potential isolation of students in both face-to-face 
and totally online. One of the key benefits of implementing online approaches in the Bachelor 
of Education and Training and Development program appears to have been the ease of access 
to a multitude of resources. These resources varied from gathering information from the 
World Wide Web, and course materials but more importantly accessing other individuals both 
globally and within the program itself. In this way the enhanced interaction afforded by the 
online approaches facilitated improved teaching, deep learning and reflective practice.  
 
The challenge for universities and therefore instructional designers is how to increase the level 
and depth of interactivity within the online space in order to further empower students to truly 
become independent learners. In this way they can move further towards developing what 
Harper et al., (2000) describe as “knowledge workers” whereby they develop and evolve 
critical thinking skills which will equip them for a constantly changing work environment. 
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